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plan was first matured. The two months" conflict at
Arras had used up a certain part of tie British re-
serves. More important, the disastrous turn of the
Russian situation would enable the Germans to add
greatly to their strength both in munitions and in
men. Time, therefore, was the essence of the
business. The blow must be struck at the earliest
possible hour, for delay meant aggrandizement for
the enemy.

For twelve months the front between the sea and
the Lys had been all but stagnant. It had been for
the first two years the chief cockpit of British arms,
and the enemy had spent infinite ingenuity and labour
on perfecting his defences. In the half-nioon of hills
round Yypres and the ridge of Wytschaete and
Messines he had view-points which commanded the
whole countryside, and especially the British line
within the Salient. Any preparations for attack
would be conducted under his watchful eye. More-
over, the heavy, waterlogged clay of the flats where
our front lay was terribly at the mercy of weather,
and in rain became a bottomless swamp, so that any
attack must be in the position of a horseman taking
a stiff fence from a bad jumping-off ground. Lastly,
the Germans were acutely conscious of the importance
of the terrain, and there was little chance of taking
them by surprise.

The British front was held by the Second Army,
which had not altered its position since the spring
of 1915. The Second Army was fortunate in its
leader. Sir Herbert Plumer, now sixty years of age,
had in the highest degree the traditional virtues of
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